FIRST ELECTION AS SENATOR            39

of quantum meruit, Abraham Lincoln would have been
chosen Senator as the successor of James Shields at this
juncture, since he had contributed more than any other
person to the anti-Nebraska victory in the state. He had
been out of public life since his retirement from the
lower house of Congress in 1848. Since then he had been
a country lawyer with a not very lucrative practice, but
a very popular story-teller.   He Belonged to the Whig
party, and had followed Clay and Webster in supporting
the Compromise measures of 1850, including the new
Fugitive Slave Law, for, although a hater of slavery
himself, he believed that the Constitution required the
rendition of slaves escaping into the free states.   He
was startled by the repeal of the Missouri Compromise.
Without that awakening, he would doubtless have re-
mained in comparative obscurity. He would have contin-
ued riding the circuit in central Illinois, making a scanty
living as a lawyer, entertaining tavern loungers with
funny stories, and would have passed away unhonored
and unsung. He was now aroused to new activity, and
when Douglas came to Springfield at the beginning of
October to defend his Nebraska Bill on the hustings,
Lincoln replied to him in a great speech, one of the
world's masterpieces of argumentative power and moral
grandeur,  which  left  Douglas's  edifice  of  "Popular
Sovereignty" a heap of ruins. This was the first speech
made by him that gave a true measure of his qualities. It
was the first public occasion that laid a strong hold upon
his conscience and stirred the depths of his nature. It
was also the first speech of his that the writer of this book,
then twenty years of age, ever listened to. The impres-
sion made by it has lost nothing by the lapse of time.
In Lincoln's complete writings it is styled the Peoria
speech of October 16,1854, as it was delivered at Peoria, Appendix, p. 712.contest in the courts.
